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Che Guevara and the Cuban Revolution

When the topic of ideological revolutions is discussed, many of the same individuals are
brought up time and time again. We have Lenin and Trotsky with the Bolsheviks, Mao Zedong

in China, and Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in Cuba. What is so fascinating about Castro and
Guevara is how they were able to accomplish their revolutionary goals while the United States
had such a large presence in Cuba. If someone was to tell anyone at the time that a force of 800
guerillas would defeat a U.S. back government, they would laugh in your face. But unfortunately

for the United States, this in fact did happen. The main focus of this paper will be on Che
Guevara and his role in the revolution. Why I chose Guevara as the topic of this paper is simple:
he fought for a cause that was not originally his own because he felt

it was the right

and

just

thing to do. This is very admirable to me. In this paper I will focus on three important issues;
how Guevara became a part of Castro's revolution, the role he played within the revolution, and
his role in the government after the success of the revolution.
The first topic I will look at is how exactly Guevara became involved in the Cuban

Revolution. In order to understand why Guevara was so enthusiastic about joining with the
Castro brothers, we must look at his influences. Guevara had gone to school to study medicine
and eventually obtained a degree in medicine from the University of Buenos Aires. While

traveling through much of South America as a young man, he was able to witness firsthand the
deplorable conditions that rnuch of poor endured. One in particular was a copper mine run by a
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U.S. corporation. The working and safety conditions within this mine were repugnant. His antioolmperial" stance, which was directed mainly at the United States, was derived from experiences

like this. He felt that the United States' only interest in the region was the exploitation of the
people and its' resources. This attitude of anti-American sentiment only grew; in 1954, a

democratically elected, socialist government in Guatemala was overthrown with United States
backing. Guevara had been living in Guatemala for some time when this event took place, It was

in Guatemala that he began to develop

a more

radical ideology and his anti-American sentiment

was cemented. He socialized with a crowd who were "revolutionaries" or espoused radical ideas,
Once the Guatemala government was overthrown, Guevara followed this group to Mexico City,

which is where he met Fidel Castro.
This meeting had occurred in 1955 following Fidel Castro release from prison. Castro
had been imprisoned following a failed "revolution" that occurred

in 1953 when

he and a group

of agitators attacked a military barracks in Moncada. When Castro was released, he immediately

left Cuba in order to plan further insurrection against the Batista government. Fidel and Che had

initially met though Raul Castro, Fidel's brother, who had come to Mexico City just prior to
Fidel. Both of the Castro brothers were looking to gather support for a future revolution. What is
interesting to note is that Guevara and Castro did not follow the same ideologies. Guevara was,

for all intents and purposes, a Communist. Castro was not. However, this did not stop them from

identifying that their societal goals were similar. Both wanted equality for all of the citizens of
Cuba. It is my belief that Guevara felt that this alliance with Castro was absolutely necessary to
combat U.S. intervention in Latin America. Guevara felt that all Latin countries held a shared

kinship and connection, and it had to be protected from "imperialist" like the United States.
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Upon agreeing to join the26 July Movement, named for the failed attempt in 1953, they began to

plot an eventual incursion onto the Cuban island.
The beginning to this new revolution was nothing short of abysmal. It began with the
purchase of a yacht called the Granma, which led this faux-invasion to later be known as the

Granma Invasion. This boat was originally built to house around 8 people, but Castro managed

to cram 82 revolutionaries in this confined space. On the night of November 25,1956 the
Granma set sail from Tuxpan, Veracruz.The trip was absolute misery. It took them more than a
week to complete their voyage due to inclement weather. Within that time, many of the rebels
became violently seasick; they were also lacking any sort of personal space, and eventually they

ran out supplies because the trip took longer than anticipated. When they finally reach Cuba,
they had run aground and had to slog through swampy conditions in order to make it to land. It
was here that they were spotted by passing patrols and were fired upon. Several casualties were

inflicted and their forces were scattered. Eventually the revolutionaries were able to regroup at a
place called Alegria de Pio. This was temporary. They were betrayed by a villager who was
pretending to help them. He informed Cuban soldiers of the Rebels and they launched a surprise
attack. Sever casualties were inflicted upon Castro's men. In the end only 20 or so of the original
82 revolutionaries who had set out on Novemb er 25th survived. Che Guevara was one of them,

though he had been wounded in the neck by the fighting. It was a very magnanimous beginning

to their glorious revolution.
Following the less than stellar arrival in Cuba, the revolutionaries made their way into the
Sierra Maestra Mountains located in Eastern Cuba. It was in these mountains that the seeds

of

the revolution began to take hold. It was peasant farmers who helped the revolutionaries with the

most basic necessities. The farmers supplied the rebels with food and resources, but more
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importantly, they supplied the rebels with information on governmental troop movements. It was
this group of farmers that had the most in common with the rebels. They were the people being
exploited and repressed by the Batista goveulment. It was also here that Castro and Guevara
began to turn their ragtag group into guerilla soldiers. Guevara was essentially the number two in
charge after Castro. By the end of the revolution

in 1959, Guevara had been appointed to rank of

Commander, which had previously only been held by Castro. He also acted as the group's
doctor. He provided medical help to any local who needed it because he felt it was necessary to
gain support for the cause within the local populace. He also was instrumental in the founding

of

Radios Rebelde, or Rebel Radio. From this station they were able to counter the propaganda that
the Batista government was telling the citizenry. Also, within this makeshift community in the
Sierra Maestra, Guevara was able to form a sort of infrastructure that kept the Rebels supplied.

An emphasis on training and educating both the rebels and the local peasantry was adapted. In
all, Guevara was one of the catalysts that held the local population and the revolution together.
Conversely, Guevara was also known for his brutality when dealing with suspected

traitors. One example was Eutimio Guerra, a peasant spy who had sold the location of rebel
forces to govemmental soldiers. Having been found guilty of his crime and subsequent

admission, Guerra asked for a quick death. There was no one that was willing to perform the
execution, so Guevara stepped forward and shot him in the head. This was not a onetime

occurence. Several deserters or traitors were executed for their crimes, and the executions were

primarily overseen by Guevara himself. In spite of his occasional brutality, he was also seen

as a

cogrageous and brilliant commander. Most of the baffles that Guevara's guerillas fought against

army regulars had them severely outgunned. Guevara's fearlessness and brilliance was usually
able to win out. His most notable victory came at Santa Clara, which was the decisive battle

of
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the revolution. Following the battle, Batista fled Cuba which led to a Rebel victory. What is most
remarkable about this battle were the overwhelming odds that Guevara's forces faced. He was
outnumbered over ten to one with government forces numbering just under 4,000, and his forces
numbering just over 300. In a series of brilliant tactical maneuvers made by Guevara, the rebel
forces captured the town and forced a surrender of almost 3,000 government soldiers.

With the ousting of Batista and his government, the rebels marched into Havana on
January 1't, 1959 and they had their victory. Late in Batista's reign, the U.S. began to separate

itself from his government. First, they refused to provide anymore arms to his military and
secondly, they refused to intervene when his downfall was apparent. U.S. officials viewed Castro
as someone that they could negotiate

with following his victory. They thought this because the

revolution had not been spearheaded by the rich or the poor; it was decidedly middle classed
people leading it. Unfortunately for the U.S., this was not the case. The revolution had not been

communist in nature, but it was very socialist by design. Guevara played alarge part in it
eventually being labeled a Communist revolution. Sure, Castro was a fervent socialist prior to
this rebellion, but he wasn't communist. He believed in the redistribution of wealth and

providing basic services to those who could not afford them. Following the seizing of power, a
purge of the Cuban military and government was carried out. Guevara was the man leading this
purge. Anyone that considered being a war criminal, a human right's violator, or a traitor to the
cause was brought before this tribunal. Dozens of people were ultimately executed for various

misdeeds perpetrated during the revolution. Guevara was also the main proponent of land reform

that took effect in the first few years after the revolution. He felt that a redistribution of land to
the landless was necessary. There was also many restriction placed on who and what could

actually own land. There was a limit to the amount of land that could owned by companies and
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no foreign company could own land in Cuba. It was also the responsibility of the government to

redistribute all confiscated lands to those that were eligible for it. It was allotted in amounts of 67
acres per person. They also vastly increased the amount

of social services that were available to

the public. Education was a high priority and developing a universal healthcare system was

crucial. The most prominent posts that Guevara held lvithin the Cuban government were that of
Finance minister and head of the National bank. While he held these posts he also spoke out
against any forms of interventionism by the [I.S. govemment in the region.

For the early part of the 1960's, Guevara was a fixture in Cuba and a national hero. In
1965, he dropped out of the public spotlight. He did this continue his fight against imperialism or

exploitation abroad. He ventured to the Congo to lead a Marxist revolution based on his theory

of focos, or focal points. This did not work of course. After his failure in the Congo, he tried one
more attempt at arevolution. He chose a South American country, Bolivia, as his target. Again,

this attempt failed. The Bolivian forces, with a strong backing by U.S. intelligence services, were
able to suppress Guevara's efforts. He was eventually captured by Bolivian forces and

subsequently executed. His famous last words were,

"I know you

are going to

kill me. Shoot,

you are only killing a man."
The success that Che Guevara achieved while he was a member of the 26 July lvlovement
was what he

will always

be remembered for. He was an idealist who fought with his heart as

much as his mind. He was the catalyst in Fidel Castro's forces that provided both moral and

ideological support. It oould possibly be argued that without Guevara's knowledge in both
guerilla warfare and medicine, the revolution might have failed, It has been over 40 years since
his death and he will always be remembered as a hero to idealists and a villain to the
establishment.
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